Perhaps as a result of advancing age, I approached this review assignment with more curiosity than enthusiasm. After more than thirty years of studying the evolution controversy in America, I seriously doubted that there was much left to write about the Scopes trial, its origins, or its impact. So why, I asked myself, was Adam R Shapiro offering Trying Biology to the reading public?
For the best reason imaginable, it turns out. He has something original and significant to say about the iconic event in the history of America's efforts to come to terms with Darwin. By focusing on the textbooks involved, rather than on statutes and court cases, Shapiro adds an important layer to the complex story of the events in Tennessee in 1925. Equally noteworthy, he forces us to reevaluate the impact of the Scopes trial, especially as it relates to the writing and publishing of biology textbooks in the decades that followed.
Through detailed research in publishers' archives and those of the Tennessee educational and political establishment, the author reveals the complex relationships among textbook sales agents, public school teachers and administrators, and political figures. Equally important to Shapiro's redrawing of the educational landscape of the 1920s is his analysis of the changes in biology education in the early twentieth century. Indeed, the concept of "biology" as a course of study was a recent development, replacing the traditional division between zoology and botany. These changes in content paralleled the expansion of compulsory education in the United States, two themes that would intersect at the Scopes trial.
One of the most significant changes in the curriculum was the development of the "civic biology" concept. Connected as was the drive for compulsory education with the progressive campaign for social progress, this new way of teaching biology was geared toward the creation of a healthy society. Toward this end, textbooks discussed such topics as hygiene, alcohol abuse, and eugenics, all of which were viewed as important to the evolution of society. Evolutionary overtones were thus quite visible in most of the textbooks available for public school use. Additionally, the textbooks tended to stress urban dwellers as at greatest risk for unhealthy behavior.
The urban focus of biology textbooks and the compulsory education movement clashed dramatically with the reality of much of Tennessee in the 1920s. The constituency of Senator John Washington Butler, author of the state's antievolution statute, was overwhelmingly rural and had little in common with the urban concerns of the new biology texts. Equally important, his constituents disapproved of compulsory education because they feared that traditional cultural norms would be abandoned in favor of urban values. Butler's famous law reflected both these perspectives, attempting to prevent the teaching of a topic that challenged traditional rural cultural values. George Hunter's Civic Biology, the text used by John Thomas Scopes, was a perfect example of ideas opposed by Butler and his rural friends.
The competitive nature of the textbook business largely determined the content of material used in public school science classrooms. Sales agents understood the local market better than textbook authors, editors, or publishing executives. Their reports to corporate headquarters filtered quickly through editors to authors, the latter of whom often found their texts dramatically altered to take account of local market conditions. For that reason, as the antievolution movement gained strength in the 1920s, textbooks increasingly downplayed discussions of the topic in order to maximize sales potential. By the time of the Scopes trial, therefore, many biology textbooks were available that included little if any discussion of evolution.
It is at this point in the historical narrative that Shapiro contributes significantly to our understanding of the contingencies surrounding the Scopes trial. Although Hunter's textbook had been cutting-edge when it was written earlier in the century, by the 1920s it was somewhat out of date. Its coverage of evolution, based on the civic biology perspective, seemed excessive to those observers who viewed evolution as a suspect doctrine for inclusion in public schools. In Tennessee, Civic Biology was probably on its way out of use in 1924, but for political reasons the existing textbook list was left intact. The following year, Butler's antievolution bill became law, setting up the clash in Dayton between the new legislation and the old textbook. As Shapiro points out, if new textbooks had been adopted, as they were scheduled to be for the 1924-1925 academic year, these volumes would likely have omitted the evolutionary concepts found in Hunter's Civic Biology.
Unfortunately, not content with adding this important new perspective on a topic of great significance, Shapiro forces a second theme on his readers: the tired but still trendy trope that the evolution controversy is not a question of science versus religion. According to this outlook, those who suggest that the Scopes trial was inevitable because of the incompatibility of religion and science have it fundamentally wrong. In his attempt to merge these two arguments into one, he lessens the impact of his insightful discussion of the textbook component of the story and weakens the contribution Trying Biology might otherwise make.
Shapiro emphasizes that "school antievolutionism" was part of the cultural backlash against the civic biology and compulsory education movements of the early twentieth century. But to elevate this explanation above the religious component of the antievolution movement stretches credulity. Two examples will illustrate this point. Shapiro introduces William Jennings Bryan's 1922 New York Times editorial as the beginning of the school antievolution movement. Bryan's emphasis on local control of educational matters, including curricula, is kept separate from any religious concern about evolutionary ideas. Minimizing Bryan's religious concerns, however, is questionable. During that same year, Bryan wrote a letter to the Chicago Evening Post, leaving no doubt as to his chief concern with evolutionary teaching. Repeating the charge that Darwinian concepts were "guesses" (a common charge dating back to the initial reception of the Origin of Species), Bryan objected to teaching evolution. "But why should a mere guess," he asked, "without a fact in the universe to support it, be taught at all, when the effect of that teaching is to weaken faith in God and to undermine faith in the Bible as the Word of God?" Similarly, Governor Peay's comments on signing the Butler Act cannot be viewed accurately as merely a recognition of cultural concerns. He described the act as "a distinct protest against an irreligious tendency to exalt so called science" (quoted on page 81). How can the statements of Bryan and Peay not be viewed as fundamentally (no pun intended) of a religious nature and indicative of their views of science and religion in opposition to each other?
To be sure, the antievolution movement of the 1920s can no longer be seen in terms of the confrontational outlooks of John Draper (History of the Conflict between Religion and Science, 1874) or Andrew Dickson White (A History of the Warfare of Science with Theology in Christendom, 1896). These accounts were, as Shapiro accurately describes them, examples of the "simplemindedness of conflict narratives" (page 13). Historians of science have added greatly to our understanding of the relationship between science and religion by rejecting such narratives. But to neglect the great importance of a science-versus-religion clash, as it was perceived during the antievolution crusades of the 1920s, does disservice to the historical record.
Trying Biology has much to recommend it. Shapiro has provided valuable additional information concerning the Scopes trial, its origins, and its impact. Any student of the evolution controversy in America will profit greatly from his discussion of the central role played by those involved with the publication and marketing of biology textbooks during the early twentieth century. But the equally important role of religious views associated with Protestant Fundamentalism must not be overlooked in crafting a convincing narrative to explain America's continuing difficulties with the teaching of evolution in the public schools.
A b o u t t h e A u t h o r
George E Webb is a historian of science at Tennessee Tech University and the author of The Evolution Controversy in America (Lexington [KY] : University Press of Kentucky, 1994) . He served as president of the Tennessee Academy of Science in 2007.
